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Department of Veterans Affairs Advisory Committee on Operation Iraqi Freedom
and Operation Enduring Freedom Veterans and Families

Public Meeting: May 14, 2007, Hilton Alexandria, Alexandria Virginia
Attendees:
Lt. General David Barno (ret.), Committee Chair
Ron Thomas, Designated Federal Official
Committee Members (alphabetical order):
Michael Ayoub
Elizabeth Biggers
Dennis Donovan
Pam Estes
Frances Hackett
Dawn Halfaker
Kimberly Hazelgrove
Paul Livengood
Caroline Maney
Tim McClain
Warren “Rocky” McPherson
Lonnie Moore
John Sommer, Jr.
Chris Yoder

Opening Remarks by Chairman Barno
Chairman David Barno opened the meeting with welcoming remarks. Chairman Barno
reminded Committee members of the purpose of the Committee. The Committee’s
charge is to provide independent advice to the Secretary of Veterans Affairs on ways to
tailor VA benefits and services to meet the needs of Operation Iraqi Freedom and
Operation Enduring Freedom (OIF/OEF) veterans and families. Chairman Barno further
highlighted the need to address the challenges of providing a truly seamless transition for
returning service members and consequently to look carefully at VA’s coordination of
services and benefits with the Department of Defense (DoD). Chairman Barno declared
his commitment to the Committee’s mission and thanked all the Committee members for
their service and commitment.

Remarks by Secretary Nicholson
Honorable Patrick W. Dunne, VA’s Assistant Secretary for Policy and Planning,
introduced the Secretary of Veterans Affairs, the Honorable R. James Nicholson.
Secretary Nicholson thanked the Committee members for agreeing to serve on this
important Committee and expressed his complete support for this Committee. Secretary
Nicholson provided an overview of VA.
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Secretary Nicholson covered VA’s three primary missions: health care, benefits, and
memorial affairs.

 VA’s Veterans Health Administration (VHA) system serves approximately 5.6
million veterans each year. VA provides a full spectrum of inpatient and
outpatient health care services. Secretary Nicholson referenced a recent edition of
Business Week which praised VA for providing the best medical care in the
United States.

 VA’s Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) provides compensation, pensions,
education benefits, home loans, vocational rehabilitation and life insurance to
service members and veterans.

 VA’s National Cemetery Administration provides a final resting place for
veterans by overseeing the largest cemetery system in the United States.

Secretary Nicholson discussed his recent involvement as Chair of the Task Force on
Returning Global War on Terror Heroes. This Task Force recently submitted 25
recommendations to improve the delivery of services to service members and veterans.
Secretary Nicholson mentioned that the Committee would receive a full briefing on the
Task Force Report on the second day of their meeting.

Secretary Nicholson discussed some of the unique challenges that this newest generation
of veterans is facing. He then outlined activities by VA that were designed to improve
services and benefits for this group. These activities included: the creation of 21
polytrauma centers, implementation of a new policy to ensure every veteran returning
home from combat is screened for traumatic brain injury, and the hiring of 100 patient
advocates to assist seriously injured veterans and their families in successfully
negotiating their way through the VA and DoD systems.

Secretary Nicholson reminded the Committee that in addition to new challenges the VA
faces in treating OIF/OEF service members, these operations relied heavily on Reservists
and National Guard and the Committee should consider the needs of these groups as well
when making their recommendations.

Secretary Nicholson concluded by thanking the Committee members and stating he is
looking forward to working with them. Secretary Nicholson then awarded each
Committee member present his/her Certificate of Appointment.
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Committee Introductions
Chairman Barno began the meeting by inviting each Committee member to introduce
him/herself and share a little about their experience and/or area of interest.

At the conclusion of the Committee introductions, Chairman Barno introduced Ron
Thomas as the Committee’s Designated Federal Official. Mr. Thomas stated he was
honored to have been selected for this position and that he looked forward to working
with the Committee. He stressed that the Secretary and the Assistant Secretary for Policy
and Planning expected the Committee to be very active, and that staff was available to
facilitate the needs of the Committee, including arranging appropriate site visits as
requested.

Committee Rules and Requirements
Mr. Jonathan Gurland, from VA’s Office of the General Counsel, provided a presentation
to the Committee on ethics rules governing Committee participants. He explained the
need for members to complete a Confidential Financial Disclosure Report before they
could engage in substantive deliberations. He also explained conflict of interest
provisions. Finally, Mr. Gurland assured the Committee members that they should feel
free to contact the General Counsel’s office should they ever have a question or if they
need assistance in completing the disclosure reports.

Presentation on Veterans Benefits Administration
VA Under Secretary for Benefits, the Honorable Daniel Cooper, gave a presentation to
the Committee on the functions and activities of the Veterans Benefits Administration
(VBA). VBA administers five services, the largest of which is the Compensation and
Pension Service (C&P). C&P accounts for approximately 70 percent of VBA’s $45+
billion budget. C&P rates disabilities and awards compensation to veterans whose
illnesses or injuries occurred during service or were aggravated by service. Today, more
than 2.8 million veterans receive compensation. This number reflects an increase of
80,000 claims just last year.

Admiral Cooper discussed other programs administered by VA and highlighted recent
improvements which should benefit OIF/OEF veterans. These improvements include: a
new insurance program from traumatic injuries called Traumatic Servicemembers Group
Life Insurance (TSGLI), priority processing for OIF/OEF compensation claims, Benefits
Delivery at Discharge (BDD) and coordinated efforts through the Joint Executive
Council (JEC).

Admiral Cooper’s presentation is provided as an attachment.
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Presentation on VA’s Office of Seamless Transition
Dr. Edward C. Huycke, VHA’s Chief Coordination Officer, provided the Committee with
an overview of VA’s Office of Seamless Transition. Dr. Huycke described various VA
efforts designed to ease the transition of service members from active duty to civilian life.
These efforts include: placing VA employees at Military Treatment Facilities (MTF)
where returning injured soldiers are often sent prior to separation, the establishment of
polytrauma centers and polytrauma networks, launching a 24/7 polytrauma call center,
providing VA benefits briefings to service members and families at DoD sites, and the
Seamless Transition State Initiative pilot.

Dr. Hyucke also highlighted outreach efforts conducted in cooperation with the
Department of Defense. These initiatives include: the establishment of the Physical
Evaluation Board (PEB) and including National Guard and Reservists in the Post-
Deployment Health Reassessment.

Dr. Hyucke’s presentation is provided as an attachment.

Presentation on VA’s National Cemetery Administration

The Honorable William Tuerk, Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs, provided an
overview of the National Cemetery Administration (NCA) and its mission. NCA
oversees 125 national cemeteries and maintains almost 3 million grave sites. Mr. Tuerk
provided the Committee members with some statistics concerning the number of veteran
deaths projected for the coming years. He further explained the approach NCA will take
to meet the increasing burial needs. Mr. Tuerk also explained the role of the State
Cemetery Grants Program in meeting the burial needs of veterans. Finally, Mr. Tuerk
provided an overview of the NCA activities in support of the National Shrine
Commitment.

Mr. Tuerk’s presentation is provided as an attachment.

Adjournment: Chairman Barno
Chairman Barno provided the members with an outline of the next day’s activities and
adjourned the meeting.
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Department of Veterans Affairs Advisory Committee on Operation Iraqi Freedom
and Operation Enduring Freedom Veterans and Families

Public Meeting: May 15, 2007, Hilton Alexandria, Alexandria Virginia
Attendees:
Lt. General David Barno (ret.), Committee Chair
Ron Thomas, Designated Federal Official
Committee Members (alphabetical order):
Michael Ayoub
Elizabeth Biggers
Dennis Donovan
Pam Estes
Frances Hackett
Dawn Halfaker
Kimberly Hazelgrove
Caroline Maney
Tim McClain
Warren “Rocky” McPherson
Lonnie Moore
John Sommer, Jr.
Chris Yoder

Deputy Secretary Remarks
Admiral Dunne introduced the Honorable Gordon H. Mansfield. Deputy Secretary
Mansfield explained that he serves as the Chief Operating Officer at VA overseeing
operations of the Veterans Benefits Administration, Veterans Health Administration,
National Cemetery Administration and VA Central Office.

Deputy Secretary Mansfield asked each Committee member to introduce him or herself
and share with him their area of interest or expertise. After the introduction, the Deputy
Secretary explained the relationship between the Department of Defense (DoD) and the
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), and explained VA’s goal is to make service
member’s transition as seamless as possible by reducing the bureaucracy faced by these
service members when applying for benefits and services.

As directed by Congress, senior level officials from VA and DoD joined together to form
the Joint Executive Council (JEC). Deputy Secretary Mansfield serves as the co-chair for
this council and together with his counter-part from DoD, they oversee the working of
two sub-councils: the Benefits Executive Council (BEC) and Health Executive Council
(HEC). Mr. Mansfield highlighted some of the successes of the JEC including:
Traumatic Servicemembers Group Life Insurance (TSGLI), expanded dental care,
priority processing of OIF/OEF veterans, seamless transition, and efforts to create a
single, universal electronic medical record.

The Deputy Secretary thanked the Committee members for their service and concluded
his remarks.

Deputy Secretary Mansfield’s presentation is provided as an attachment.



6

Presentation on the Report of the President’s Task Force on Returning Global War
on Terror Heroes
The Honorable Patrick W. Dunne, VA Assistant Secretary for Policy and Planning,
provided the Committee with an overview of the Report of the President’s Task Force on
Returning Global War on Terror Heroes. The Task Force was established in March 2007
to identify gaps in the delivery of services for returning heroes and make
recommendations for improvements.

The Task Force contacted veterans service organizations (VSOs), VA’s Office of
Seamless Transition, State organizations, the Department of Defense, and others to
determine where perceived gaps existed in the current system. Based on feedback
received by the Task Force through its outreach efforts, it determined that the largest
areas in need of improvement included: the disability evaluation system, lack of
continuity of care when the service member is transferred from the DoD system to the
VA system, and a lack of awareness of existing benefits.

The Task Force found that the enrollment process is difficult for Global War on Terror
(GWOT) veterans. Although these veterans are eligible for two years of medical care
after separating, they are often deterred by the bureaucracy and difficulties obtaining the
necessary paperwork. A revision of the electronic medical record software is underway
to place a Clinical Reminder in the electronic medical record stating that they are
OIF/OEF or GWOT veterans which will allow priority treatment and fewer delays for
these veterans. Agreements are being formalized between military treatment facilities
and the Department of Veterans Affairs in this area.

With respect to benefits, DoD and VA are working toward a joint disability evaluation
system, which should resolve some delays and barriers which now exist by involving VA
earlier in the process.

The President has requested the Secretary of Veterans Affairs to report to him on the
implementation of the Task Force recommendations by June 4, 2007.

Adm. Dunne’s presentation is provided as an attachment.

Presentation on Veterans Health Administration
Dr. Gerald Cross, VA’s acting Principal Deputy Under Secretary for Health, provided the
Committee with an overview of the Veterans Health Administration’s (VHA) roles and
mission. The VA health care system consists of 155 medical centers and 717 community
based outpatient clinics (CBOC) and 207 vet centers.

Dr. Cross highlighted the expansion of CBOCs and vet centers to help reach those in
need who live in rural or remote locations. VHA is also focused on advances in
telemedicine to help address this population who are not located near major medical
facilities.
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Dr. Cross also covered areas of specific interest to those returning from service in
OIF/OEF. He discussed a memorandum of understanding between DoD and VA which
facilitates service members in applying for VA benefits up to six months prior to
discharge. This process allows service members to receive VA benefits in a timely
manner after separating from active duty. VA is also collaborating with DoD to educate
clinical staff about traumatic brain injury (TBI), a major concern for returning GWOT
service members.

Dr. Cross explained that every medical center is in the process of hiring an OIF/OEF
program manager to oversee and coordinate services for these veterans. Dr. Cross then
showed a videotape on the polytrauma center in Minneapolis, MN. This polytrauma
center illustrated some of the recent improvements in the treatment of TBI.

Committee Organization: Chairman Barno
Chairman Barno suggested that the Committee break into subcommittees to help
accomplish its task. Chairman Barno suggested the subcommittees be chaired by Lonnie
Moore (West Panel) and Dawn Halfaker (East Panel).

Chairman Barno expressed the need for the panels to be active and committed to the task
at hand. He also recommended that members avoid redundancies with recommendations
and initiatives that already exist. Chairman Barno opened the meeting to public
comment. Two members of the audience made statements and then Chairman Barno
adjourned the meeting for the day.
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Department of Veterans Affairs Advisory Committee on Operation Iraqi Freedom
and Operation Enduring Freedom Veterans and Families

Public Meeting: May 16, 2007, Hilton Alexandria, Alexandria Virginia
Attendees:
Lt. General David Barno (ret.), Committee Chair
Ron Thomas, Designated Federal Official
Committee Members (alphabetical order):
Michael Ayoub
Elizabeth Biggers
Dennis Donovan
Pam Estes
Frances Hackett
Dawn Halfaker
Kimberly Hazelgrove
Caroline Maney
Tim McClain
Warren “Rocky” McPherson
Lonnie Moore
John Sommer, Jr.
Chris Yoder

Opening Remarks
Chairman Barno opened the meeting with brief remarks outlining the objectives of the
day’s activities. Chairman Barno introduced Mr. Paul Hutter, VA’s Acting General
Counsel.

Remarks by Mr. Paul Hutter
Mr. Hutter thanked the Committee for allowing him to meet with them. Mr. Hutter
reviewed the materials provided by Mr. Gurland on the previous day and provided
additional background and information with respect to financial disclosures and ethics
rules. Mr. Hutter offered the services of his office with any questions or needs of the
Committee members. Mr. Hutter’s staff then provided a briefing on the Ethics in
Government Act of 1978.
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Committee Organization and Activities
The Committee discussed and agreed to the proposed structure of two subcommittees:
East Panel and West Panel. The Committee also approved Chairman Barno’s
nominations for subcommittee chairs: Dawn Halfaker (East Panel) and Lonnie Moore
(West Panel).

Chairman Barno provided the Committee members with his thoughts on future activities
of the Committee. He also provided preliminary guidance on deliverables, focus, and
mission of the Committee and subcommittees. Panels met separately to discuss future
activities and propose dates and locations for proposed site visits. The Panel Chairs
reported back to the Chairman and the full committee on their proposed plans.

The Committee agreed that the next full Committee meeting would be held on September
11 – 13, 2007, in Minneapolis, MN. The Chairs of the subcommittee’s agreed to
complete two site visits each prior to the next scheduled full Committee meeting.

Chairman Barno opened the floor to public comment. At the conclusion of the public
comment, he adjourned the meeting.


